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Policy Implications of Developments m Laos 


. Mr. Hilsman has asked us to speculate on the prospects in Laos and 
their implications for the United States. To do this we outline three general 
situations that might evolve, consider Communist intentions and United 

States interests, and suggest a checklist of actions that might be considered 
to meet various contingencies • 
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I. POSSIBLE SITUATIONS 

A * Situation One — This is the situation we are now in, with Xieng 
Khouang and Khang Khay apparently in the hands of the Pathet Lao and 
dissident-neutralists at least for the time being. Essentially the action 
so far appears to have been a local action in which the Pathet Lao were 
enabled to capitalize on neutralist divisions. This is consonant with our 
estimates of Communist strategy and tactics in Laos, and does not neces- 
sarily connote a decision to push further or faster than opportunity offers, 
or to assume any appreciable risks of adverse military or political reactions . 
It is further presumed that these towns might even revert to Kong Le hands. 

Situation Two -- This would essentially be a proliferation of Pathet 
Lao moves against other Kong Le enclaves in eastern Xieng Khouang Province, 
and, perhaps, eisewhe re (such as Vang Vieng, north of Vientiane; Nhommarath 
ana Mahaxay in southern Laos; and in Sam Neua province, where Kong Le has 
one battalion each). In such cases, as at Xieng Khouang and Khang Khay, the 
w °uld be to divide the neutrals and use the dissidents as a cover for 
attack. Apart from cleaning up neutralist pockets in predominantly Pathet 
Lao areas, the purpose would be to undermine Kong Le’s main forces in 
the western Plaine des Jarres by promoting discouragement, defeatism, 
and defections. If this approach were pushed swiftly and across the board 

it would signify a sharp intensification of Pathet Lao political -military 
pressures. 

C* Situation Three -- In this case the Pathet Lao, in addition to the 
actions against other Kong Le enclaves described above, would undertake 
~to-mo ve - d irect l y A g a i nst Kong L e’s headquarters near the Plaine des Jarres 
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airfield and his main forces (numbering perhaps 4,000) which are concen- 
trated southwest of this area. The Pathet Lao have the capability to overrun 
these forces in perhaps as little as 12 hours. However, they would probably 
prefer a more gradualist political -military campaign that would subvert and 
utilize some of the neutralist forces, would minimize the risk of adverse 
political or military consequences, and would therefore take considerably 
longer. To the extent that the Pathet Lao launched a direct, overt and 
frontal attack on Kong Le's main position, it would have made a significant 
departure from the general patterns of communist strategy that have pre- 
vailed in Laos since the Geneva settlement. 

D. Variations -- In any of these situations there are possibilities of 
considerable variations stemming from factors such as the following: 

1. The willingness and capability of Phoumi'S forces and the 
Meo to make moves designed to enhance their own positions as against the 

Pathet Lao. 

2. The capability of Kong Le's forces, in terms both of military 
strength and of political cohesiveness, to make moves designed to recapture 

lost ground. 

3. The willingness of the Pathet Lao to read either of the above 
as "provocations” justifying more extensive military action on their part. 

4. The willingness of North Vietnam to allow its cadre or 
organized forces to get into military actions in Laos. 

5. The effectiveness of ICC investigating activity. 


II. BLOC INTENTIONS 

We continue to believe that the Communist Bloc states see their 
interests in Laos best served by preserving the Geneva accords and ^a 
Souvanna-led coalition while attempting to subvert that government and 
to increase Pathet Lao influence. None of these states is likely sanction 
an all-out Pathet Lao drive which might lead to Souvanna s resignation, the 
collapse of the coalition and possibly introduction of United States -Thai 

forces. 

Nevertheless, the Bloc states appear »illmg 

;hnlted Pathet «* P— 

Lao, and there are some reports that additional North Vietnamese forces 
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have recently moved into the area as back-up for the Pathet Lao dissident 
neutralist forces . Moreover, for some time Hanoi, together with the 
Pathet Lao, has severely restricted supplies to Kong Le*s forces . 

Moscow is undoubtedly more likely than either Peiping or Hanoi to 
see early dangers of escalation. We believe that Moscow probably wishes 
to avoid a major problem in an area of peripheral national interest but one 
where Soviet prestige is engaged as overseer of the Geneva settlement. 
Indeed, the Soviets and their Polish ICC representative currently have 
not obstructed either ICC efforts to transport supplies to Kong Le or to 
undertake limited investigatory action in the Plaine des Jarres -- both 
actions seeming to run counter to Pathet Lao interests. Nevertheless, 
Moscow has clearly not been willing to use fully its available levers to 
get Hanoi to live up to the Geneva agreements. While it seems likely 
that Moscow would do so in the event that the United States appeared ready 
to intervene, the Soviets might also make representations to Hanoi if they 
came to believe that the Pathet Lao actions would lead to a solid right- 
neutralist alliance or to the collapse of the coalition government and a 
full-scale civil war. It is, of course, open to question just how responsive 
the North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao would be to such Soviet pressure, 
but we believe the former are still concerned to avoid alienating Moscow 
while the Pathet Lao are clearly dependent in high degree upon support 
from Hanoi. 

Chinese Communist interests and outlook closely parallel those of 
Hanoi; Peiping, too, is leary of possible US -Thai action in Laos. However, 
unlike Hanoi, Peiping is not immediately involved in the Plaine des Jarres 
as far as is known, although there is a small Chinese cultural and economic 
mission stationed there. 


HI. UNITED STATES INTERESTS 


Within the context of existing policies, we assume that United States 
interests would be best served by stabilizing the situation in Laos without 
allowing Pathet Lao gains. This would involve preserving the neutralists 
as an independent political factor, not only for the sake of preserving the 
Geneva structure, but also because they have become disillusioned with 
the Pathet Lao and increasingly inclined to cooperate against them. 


Should Kong Le f s major base in the western Plaine des Jarres be lost, 
the effort to preserve the neutralist center in Laos would be seriously jeop- 
ardized. Loss of the principal element of the armed forces under his 
jurisdiction could convince Souvanna that further effort was hopeless and 
lead him finally to abandon his present role. This could be particularly 
true should Souvanna have reason to believe that the West failed to take 
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action open to it to protect his position -- even though he himself had failed 
to do what he might have to oppose Communist pressures. 

If Souvanna departed under these circumstances, it is unlikely that the 
coalition government could be reconstituted or a new center for neutralist 
loyalties established. Polarization would ensue and Phoumi -- as the leader 
of the sole remaining anti -Communist force -- would lay claim to full United 
States support and might be tempted to engage in counter-productive 
adventures. 

These possible consequences of losing the Plaine des Jarres reflect 
its political as opposed to military importance. Should an effective defense 
of the Plaine des Jarres be impracticable, the political cost could be appre- 
ciably reduced if it were possible to extricate Kong Le and the main body 
of his forces from the area and to persuade the neutralist element to 
continue its role in the Laotian government. 



IV. POSSIBLE UNITED STATES COURSES 

The moves thus far undertaken by the United States and others may be 
successful in halting the erosion of the neutralist position, $X least for the 
time being. If so, the situation would not necessarily be basically different 
from what it has been for nearly a year, albeit with some reduction in Kong 
Le*s military position. 

However, especially if there is evidence that the Communists are 
moving to swallow up further Kong Le outposts (Situation Two) or are pre- 
paring to assault Kong Le's main forces (Situation Three), then additional 
measures might be considered. Our purpose here is to provide a checklist 
of possible measures, some of which might be considered for early imple- 
mentation, others for further study. Such a checklist would include the 
following measures: 

1. Maintain and intensify present actions involving diplomatic 
moves, public statements of concern, ICC activities, and furnishing Kong 
Le with necessary supplies. 


2. Reinforce Kong Le's forces in the Plaine des Jarres with 
Phoumi units (some preparations have already been made). 

3. Intensify Meo harassing activities against Pathet Lao forces 
and its supply lines. 

4. Undertake discussions with the Lao, Thai, and other SEATO 
governments concerning possible military actions in Laos, perhaps using 
SEATO Plan 5 as a basis for discussion. 
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. . . . 5 \ Warn ^ Soviet Union that the United States will be required 

to take action in Laos and continue’ to communicate United States intentions 
*u Soviet Union. Have the British communicate along similar lines with 
the Chinese Communists and, possibly, the French with the North Vietnamese 

6. Work closely with Kong Le and Souvanna on developing a 
public position with respect to United States willingness to aid them. 

7. Initiate movement of elements of the Seventh Fleet toward 
the Gulf of Siam. 

8. Bring the United States squadron at present in Thailand up 
to full strength. 

9. Consult with the Thai Government and prepare to move - 
United States forces into Thailand. (A SEATO exercise in which a United 
States battle group will participate is scheduled for June). 

10 . Consult with other SEATO members and move United States 

forces and any other SEATO forces offered into Thailand with a view to being 
in a position, if necessary, to & 

(a) secure primary SEATO Plan 5 objectives; 

(b) enable Phoumi to have freedom of action in moving 
his forces as may be determined; 

* 

(c) enable United States forces to move into Laos. 

11. Intensify intelligence efforts to identify Pathet Lao bases, 

installations, and supply centers, and determine effective means 'of attack- 
ing them (guerrilla actions, air strikes). 


UN. 


12. Seek international support for our position, e.g. through the 


In sketching the foregoing spectrum of possible United States actions 
to meet emerging requirements of the situation in Laos, we recognize that 
the only effective answer to a determined Pathet Lao military effort against 
the neutralist positions in the Plaine des Jarres would be the plausible threat 
or actual fact of effective military counteraction. Such counteraction clearly 
implies eventual willingness to commit US/SEATO forces in that area. 
Whether such commitment is militarily feasible is open to question. Under 
th® circumstances , it may be suggested that United States responses 
should be clear in signalling our determination to prevent a Communist 
takeover in Laos and our alarm at the deterioration of the neutralist 
position. They should at the same time suggest convincingly to the 
Communists -- whatever the decision we may have made privately -- 
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?^« might b V eady t0 extend ^ UI *brella of United States military 
Lent tn °nf° Ver Kon § Le '® positions. Without overt United States conLiit- 
th«a he e rvene militarily in defense of the neutralist position, it might 

J 1 Possihie to save enough of this position to permit continued exiftence 
of the coalition government under Souvanna. existence 
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